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Message from the CEO
Karen Tse 

Dear friends and partners,

Across 2023 and 2024, I witnessed the resolute 
courage of IBJ lawyers who stand in police sta-
tions at midnight and in crowded courtrooms at 
dawn, bravely defending the bodies and rights of 
the accused. They see that no person facing the full 
weight of the state is ever alone. Their everyday 
acts of courage unfold in a world where headlines 
show that civil society space is shrinking, econom-
ic instability is mounting, and democratic values 
eroding. At the same time, development aid has 
reduced even as threats to due process and rule of 
law expand.

Owing to the commitment of the defenders and ac-
tors of the broader justice ecosystem that IBJ builds 
and fortifies, progress does not stall. It multiplies.

In Myanmar, even amid deep political upheaval, 
our defenders stand as resilient pillars of hope, se-
curing justice for more than 3,400 individuals, in-
cluding nearly 1,000 political detainees. In Burundi, 
our teams conduct weekly visits to police stations 
in Bujumbura, documenting rights violations and 
securing the release of individuals held unlawfully. 
In Rwanda, IBJ’s community-led rights awareness 
campaigns have reached more than 2 million peo-
ple, equipping them with tools and knowledge to 
claim their legal rights.

IBJ’s commitment to early legal intervention trans-
forms lives. Because of our work, individuals re-
ceive competent legal counsel within hours of ar-
rest – protecting them from abuse, torture, and the 
irreversible harm of delayed justice. And IBJ em-
braces the day-to-day charge of training and equip

-ping lawyers, police officers, and justice officials to 
defend rights and strengthen justice systems from 
within.

These past two years have brought extraordinary 
gifts to be present alongside our defenders on the 
frontlines. In Indonesia, I found hope in Jakarta, 
Batam, Makassar, and Kupang, where we conduct-
ed trainings for heroic women lawyers who are de-
fending criminalized women in detention centers 
and prisons, many of whom are also survivors of 
gender-based violence. In Kigali, I was honored to 
deliver the opening words for our Advancing Hu-
man Rights in Rwanda project, funded by the Eu-
ropean Union. IBJ Rwanda brought together prose-
cutors, police, corrections leaders, and civil society 
to align on due process and strengthen justice pro-
tections. Moreover, in Gaziantep, Türkiye, I came 
together with a group of gutsy IBJ lawyers who had 
crossed the border from Syria to join us. Together, 
we discussed the future of Syria’s legal system and 
the escalating challenges in the northwest. Despite 
such immense hardship, these defenders remain 
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undaunted, carrying our methods and tools back 
into Syria to uphold rights in one of the world’s 
most difficult environments.

IBJ has also continues to lead with innovation. Our 
JusticeHub tools and mobile apps are connect-
ing people to counsel at the earliest possible stage, 
while our training and Communities of Practice are 
equipping defenders and players in the broader jus-
tice ecosystem to exclude forced confessions, chal-
lenge illegal evidence, and improve bail practice. 
This is IBJ’s practical, inside-the-system approach: 
the way torture ends and fairness becomes the de-
fault.

IBJ continues to carry its message to global tables. 
We hosted interfaith gatherings and dialogues on 
creative courage, pathways to peace, and faith in 
action. Time and again, I was reminded that IBJ’s 
work is not only justice work but also cooperative 
work. Bridges between sectors, traditions, and na-
tions are the infrastructure of human dignity, and 
IBJ has been forging these for 25 years.

None of this would be possible without the tireless 
dedication of IBJ’s defenders and the firm support 
of our donors, partners, and volunteers. Your belief 
in our mission sustains our momentum and magni-
fies our impact. Together, we strengthen networks, 
transform justice systems, and bring hope and illu-
mination to every corner of the globe.

If there is one overarching lesson of these two years, 
it is this: the antidote to despair is justice design. 
At IBJ, when we design early access to counsel, 
rights-respecting procedures, and defender com-
munities that learn and lead together, we do not 
just win cases. We amplify access to justice, bring-
ing outcomes at scale.

As IBJ enters its next quarter century, I remain 
steadfast in my commitment to build a world where 
justice is not a privilege for the few, but a right guar-
anteed to all. With every IBJ defender trained, ev-
ery individual whose freedom we help restore by 
ensuring access to a lawyer, and every policy we ad-
vance, we move closer to that vision. And let’s not 
stop until it is fully realized.

Thank you for building this with me. Thank you for 
believing, with clear eyes and steady hearts, that, 
ending torture and ensuring fair trials is not only 
necessary, together it is possible.

With hope and resolve,

Reverend Karen Tse

Founder and CEO

International Bridges to Justice
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Message from the Chairman of 
the Board
Daniel R. Fung, Chair, International Bridges to Justice
Dear Friends,

As we look back on 2023 and 2024, I am re-
minded of the extraordinary resilience and 
vision that continue to define International 
Bridges to Justice. These two years have been 
both a test of conviction and a triumph of col-
lective will. At a time when the rule of law faces 
profound threats worldwide, IBJ has not only 
held its ground, but expanded its reach, inno-
vated its tools, and deepened its impact for mil-
lions.

At the heart of our progress lies a recognition: 
that justice must evolve to meet the realities 
of today’s world. From pioneering AI-driven 
solutions such as Kanoon Varta in India, which 
restores dignity to incarcerated individuals by 
giving them direct access to their own case in-
formation, to the expansion of IBJ’s JusticeHub 
ecosystem linking defenders, volunteers, and 
communities across continents, we have wit-
nessed how technology can transform even the 
most entrenched barriers into opportunities 
for empowerment.

Equally inspiring has been the launch of the 
Youth Charter Initiative, where young defend-
ers are building infrastructures to protect chil-
dren from systemic abuse while educating mil-
lions through campaigns, radio, and schools. 
Their courage reminds us that the fight for 
justice is not only intergenerational, but also 
deeply future-oriented. Alongside the Youth 
Defenders, a movement to protect women in 
conflict with the law continues to advance with 
unprecedented momentum worldwide, where 
women lawyers and defenders are dismantling 
patriarchal barriers, challenging discriminato-

ry laws, and creating networks of solidarity that 
extend across borders.

Our country programs, whether in Burundi’s 
police stations, Rwanda’s courtrooms, or con-
flict zones in the Middle East, testify to IBJ’s 
unique ability to operate where others cannot, 
bridging divides between civil society and state 
institutions, and ensuring that the fundamental 
right to counsel is upheld, even under the most 
fragile conditions. The stories of men, women, 
and children released from unlawful deten-
tion, often with their futures restored against 
unimaginable odds, remind us why this work 
matters so profoundly.

This period has also been one of financial re-
newal and institutional strength. IBJ closed 
2024 with a surplus and strengthened reserves, 
thanks to the unwavering support of our part-
ners, donors, and a growing network of pro 
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bono lawyers. At a time when many human 
rights organizations face contraction, IBJ is 
building the foundations for long-term sus-
tainability.

As Chairman, I am deeply proud of the way 
IBJ has embraced its 25th anniversary not as 
a moment of reflection alone, but as a spring-
board for the future. The vision of systematiz-
ing early access to justice across the globe is no 
longer aspirational - it is within reach. By fus-
ing innovation, local partnerships, and global 
advocacy, IBJ is showing the world that justice 
is not a privilege for the few but a right that can 
be guaranteed for all.

On behalf of the Board, I extend my profound 
gratitude to our staff, defenders, and support-
ers. Your commitment fuels our mission and 
ensures that IBJ continues to be a beacon of 
hope in a world where hope is too often in 
short supply.

 
With resolve,

Daniel R. Fung

Chairman of the Board

International Bridges to Justice 
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Technology for Access to Justice

How do we move from ad hoc justice interventions to a system that guarantees early access to a lawyer for 
everyone, everywhere? By building a global digital infrastructure, supported and enhanced by AI.

IBJ’s JusticeHub ecosystem, including the Access to Justice (A2J) Mobile App, DefenseWiki, eLearning, 
and IBJ’s pioneering prototype, the Kanoon Varta voice AI assistant, forms the backbone of this digital 
infrastructure, creating the foundation for scale.

In 2023–24, IBJ made significant advancements across its platforms. With support from the UN De-
mocracy Fund, the A2J Mobile App, originally designed to connect detainees with IBJ defenders, was 
expanded and upgraded. The enhanced version now enables defenders in seven countries to access pro 
bono opportunities tailored to their skills, region, and availability. It also integrates training modules to 
strengthen practical competencies and improve the quality of legal protection. In addition, the app con-
nects defenders with IBJ’s fellows network of volunteer lawyers, fostering collaboration through shared 
resources, experiences, and strategies.

Defense Wiki

IBJ’s DefenseWiki provides criminal defense legal 
information for 169 countries, covering 29 legal 
topics and thematic areas, with articles available in 
English, Arabic, French, Spanish, Chinese, and Rus-
sian. In addition, IBJ has developed Criminal De-
fense Manuals, authored by leading practitioners, 
for 13 of its active countries, which are distributed 
globally online. In 2023–24, DefenseWiki received 
more than 20.5 million visits, bringing total cumu-
lative visits to over 39 million. Looking ahead, De-
fenseWiki will be upgraded with AI integration to 
automatically update country-specific legal system 
information, provide real-time translation, and de-
liver simplified legal knowledge through a chatbot 
accessible to ordinary users.

e-Learning

IBJ’s eLearning platform, the first global online 
training system for defense lawyers, has trans-
formed in-person workshops into a scalable digi-
tal resource, expanding IBJ’s reach from thousands 
trained live to tens of thousands online. In 2023–24, 

the platform underwent a major overhaul, transi-
tioning from Flash to HTML5. This upgrade made 
it more accessible, secure, and sustainable, ensuring 
seamless use across phones, tablets, and comput-
ers without plugins. It now delivers faster perfor-
mance, stronger security, and richer interactivity, 
with over 200 modules optimized for mobile access 
and supported by enhanced user features. Looking 
ahead, IBJ will introduce accreditation and certifi-
cation for lawyers completing structured courses, 
a critical step toward establishing global defender 
standards and ensuring consistently high-quality 
legal defense for all.

Lawyer uses DefenseWiki as part of legal research
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Kanoon Varta
In 2023, IBJ began developing Kanoon Varta, a 
voice AI assistant that allows prisoners to request 
case updates orally via phone kiosks. In India, more 
than half a million people remain in prolonged 
pre-trial detention, and 70% lack the literacy need-
ed to access even basic case information. Kanoon 
Varta provides case status, hearing dates, and other 

updates in Hindi, based on the prisoner’s name or 
identification number. This system restores a sense 
of agency and dignity to those navigating the jus-
tice system from within prisons. The prototype, 
now integrated with public court data, was shaped 
through consultations with the Delhi State Legal 
Services Authority, Tihar Jail leadership, and the 
Supreme Court e-Committee.               

                 As one official put it : 

“ You are giving dignity and power back to those who have none.”

Together, these innovations form a coordinated suite of digital tools evolving into a global, AI-enabled 
justice infrastructure. By laying these digital foundations, we are building the architecture to ensure no 
one faces interrogation or trial without access to a lawyer.

e-Committee’s Dr. Parvinder Singh 
Arora signing Kanoon Varta’s 
Case Information System manual.

Meeting with Delhi State Legal Services Authority
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Youth Justice Initiative
Launched in 2023, the IBJ Youth Justice Charter, part of IBJ’s Youth Justice Initiative, is a youth-
led movement fighting to protect the rights of children in conflict with the law across the globe. 
To date, this work takes place in seven countries—Nigeria, DR Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, India, 
Myanmar, and Indonesia—guided by 10 original Youth Charter Articles written by our youth 
team and based on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

From 2023 - 2024, efforts led by our 21 young on-the-ground Youth Charter Defenders, resulted 
in remarkable impact:

Securing the release of 48 children from detention;

Reaching over 7,000 youth with rights awareness 
campaigns in schools, prisons, and displacement 
camps; 

Sensitizing 362 adults including teachers, 
judicial authorities, and police officers; 

Producing radio programs reaching 
4.5 million listeners across 
DR Congo and Burundi. 

The program has developed infrastructures to en-
sure immediate legal representation for minors, 
assistance to minor victims in military tribunals re-
sulting in convictions of tortured detained minors, 
and distribution of hygiene kits to imprisoned girls.

The Youth Charter Initiative is a youth-led commu-
nity, where our Youth Charter Defenders frequent-
ly collaborate on global calls, exchanging ideas and 
solutions. In the coming years, IBJ aims to expand 
its youth justice programs to new regions, advo-
cate for child-sensitive policies at national levels, 
and develop digital tools to support juvenile de-
fenders in remote areas. The Youth Charter Ini-
tiative is deepening its connection with schools, 
starting in Switzerland and the United States, le-
veraging student leaders in these spaces to support 
and collaborate with Youth Charter Defenders. 
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Noel Mbungu, Youth Charter Defender, DRC

A Future Without Bars

Just as we clean the dust from a house

Let us clean society of the injustice towards

children.

Justice for minors, it’s washing the wounds,

is to open the window to hope,

to the future.

Every child deserves a chance,

a clear morning, without fear,

without bars, without chains to undo,

for a cleaner world, fairer and more humane.

Let’s offer them justice,

Let’s offer them hope,

Let’s extend a hand to them.
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Women in Justice
Access to Justice for Women: The Global Picture

Women and girls are the fastest-growing prison population worldwide, 
with a 57.4% increase since 2000.

The incarceration of women and girls is often linked to poverty-driven survival crimes or discriminatory 

laws that criminalize abortion, sex work, adultery, or even alleged witchcraft. Once detained, women face 

heightened risks of gender-based violence, including invasive searches and sexual abuse. Justice systems 

remain male-dominated, with women comprising less than 25 percent of legal professionals in many 

countries. Female lawyers themselves often face harassment and intimidation. Without women champi-

ons inside the system, structural barriers to equality before the law remain firmly in place.

IBJ’s Response

« Without women there can be no justice. »

IBJ has been building a global movement to protect women in criminal justice systems by training wom-

en defense lawyers, expanding defender networks, providing pro bono legal aid, and creating platforms 

for dialogue and reform. The JusticeMakers Fellowship has supported more than sixty women defenders 

across twenty countries, tackling issues from gender-based violence to discriminatory laws, while IBJ has 

also launched regional networks in Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia.
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Activities 2023 - 2024
Women’s Justice in Indonesia

In Indonesia, gender inequities remain stark. More 

than 400 national and local laws discriminate 

against women, while cases of gender-based vio-

lence reached over 338,000 in 2021 alone. Women 

make up half the population yet remain underrep-

resented across the justice chain: only five percent 

of police officers, 28 percent of judges, and three 

percent of prosecutors are female. Despite these 

barriers, women lawyers lead much of the coun-

try’s legal aid work, often under pressure from pa-

triarchal norms and anti-feminist forces. Against 

this backdrop, IBJ’s Advancing Justice for Women 

in Indonesia project provided direct legal aid to 

912 women and reached 21 million people through 

awareness campaigns. Sixty-seven reform propos-

als were submitted to address discriminatory laws, 

and six memoranda of understanding were signed 

with detention centers to secure early legal access 

for women. IBJ also strengthened networks such 

as the Indonesia Women Lawyers Network and the 

Pro Bono Lawyers Network.

Grassroots initiatives brought legal aid to marginal-

ized communities. JusticeMakers Fellows launched 

projects in regions such as East Nusa Tenggara, 

Central Java, and Yogyakarta, expanding inclusive 

services and pressing law enforcement to adopt 

gender-sensitive practices. IBJ also intervened in 

urgent cases. After years of abuse, two teenage sis-

ters who acted in self-defense were charged with 

homicide; IBJ lawyers secured a reduced sentence 

of two years with access to education and medical 

care. Similarly, Diah, a young mother misled into 

unsafe abortion treatment, was arrested and forced 

to give birth in custody. An IBJ defender inter-

vened, securing her release to a safe house where 

she could care for her children.
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Women’s Justice in Rwanda 

In Rwanda, Rwanda Bridges to Justice (RBJ) has empowered women lawyers and provided early legal sup-

port to women in detention. Through the Women Lawyers Network and rights awareness sessions, RBJ 

has directly impacted lives. Racheal, a single mother detained for 30 days without counsel, was released 

after her charge was reclassified. Alida, a widow of six prosecuted for stealing milk, was provisionally re-

leased thanks to RBJ’s advocacy. In 2024, RBJ co-hosted a national roundtable with the Ministry of Justice 

and civil society to ensure women’s perspectives informed reforms.

Women’s Justice in Syria and Turkey

Beyond Indonesia and Rwanda, IBJ has made prog-
ress in fragile contexts. In Northwest Syria, two 
women-led legal offices were established, training 
more than twenty women lawyers and extending 
psychosocial support to defenders. In Turkey, three 
women JusticeMakers Fellows provided legal aid to 
refugee women and children, addressing barriers 
such as language and cost while defending survi-
vors of deportation and sexual violence.

Across Indonesia, Rwanda, Syria, Turkey, and be-
yond, IBJ’s work in 2023 and 2024 demonstrates an 
integrated approach to women’s access to justice. 
By combining urgent defense with preventive ed-
ucation, psychosocial support, systemic advocacy, 
and women-led networks, IBJ safeguards women’s 
rights while laying the foundation for long-term 
reform.
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OVERVIEW OF COUNTRY 
PROGRAM ACTIVITES 
Burundi  

Background
When IBJ came to Burundi in 2006, and established 
its first Defender Resource Center in Bujumbura in 
2008, investigative torture was widespread and reg-
ular at police stations. By 2009, torture was crimi-
nalized under Burundian law. IBJ partnered with the 
National Human Rights Commission to expand ac-
cess to legal aid across the country, and together with 
other local organizations, successfully pushed for the 
creation of Burundi’s first court specifically dedicated 
to juveniles in 2011. A series of IBJ roundtables on 
overcoming irregularities in the criminal justice sys-
tem in 2010 resulted in President Pierre Nkurunziza 
releasing 1,300 inmates from overcrowded prisons. 
IBJ’s slogan in Burundi – “Freedom is the Rule, De-
tention is the Exception” – was codified into Article 
110 of the Burundian criminal code. IBJ’s registered 
local chapter, Burundi Bridges to Justice (BBJ), re-
mains one of the country’s few human rights-related 
NGOs with unrestricted access to police stations and 
prisons, due in part to its constructive engagement 
with the Ministry of Justice and the General Inspec-
torate of National Police. 

To date, BBJ has trained hundreds of the country’s 
lawyers and represented more than 10,000 vulnerable 
accused individuals. Tailored training for hundreds 
of police and justice officials have impacted the coun-
try’s justice environment, building trust between BBJ 
defenders and justice stakeholders. BBJ’s legal rights 
awareness campaigns have reached over seven mil-
lion people. 

Starting in 2017, BBJ pioneered a program for de-
fenders to visit detainees in police cells in Bujumbu-
ra twice per week. These strategic interventions led 
to the release of hundreds of individuals before they 
ever faced interrogation or charges at the police sta-
tions. Over time, the prison cell visit program gained 
widespread recognition and created a systemic shift: 
whereas only BBJ lawyers initially had permission to 
assist detainees in holding cells, today, all lawyers in 
Burundi have this right.
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Systematic Early Access to Counsel

During 2023 and 2024, BBJ defenders provided 
legal representation to over 2,500 vulnerable in-
dividuals. BBJ’s defenders also conducted weekly 
monitoring visits to over 20 police stations and 
detention centers in the Bujumbura region and 
neighbouring communes (Nyabiraba, Kanyosha 
rural, Kabezi and Mutimbuzi). These visits are 
critical for documenting due process violations 
and irregularities affecting individuals detained by 
the police. BBJ’s intervention at the early stages of 
criminal legal proceedings – often before or during 
police interrogation, and before formal criminal 
charges are brought – has secured the immediate 
release of 130 unlawfully detained people, includ-
ing 47 women and children. This targeted early ac-
tion has helped safeguard due process rights and 
prevent further abuses, from unlawful charges to 
arbitrarily extended detention. 

Capacity Building for Justice 
Stakeholders

During this same period, BBJ has trained 87 de-
fense lawyers to advance due process and fair trial 
protections. The sessions emphasized the impor-
tance of legal safeguards during interrogations, and 
stressed that authorities are legally required to pro-
vide detainees with access to legal counsel. IBJ has 
also offered training to the broader community of 
justice sector stakeholders in Burundi, improving 
their knowledge of fair trial standards, broadening 
their understanding on the role of defenders, and 
fostering a greater collaborative approach to pro-
tecting rights of individuals.

Community Engagement and Rights 
Awareness

Rights awareness campaigns have been a core 
component of IBJ’s work in Burundi. In sum, IBJ 
has reached over 2 million people through radio 
broadcasts, community events, and partnerships 
with local organizations in Burundi. Campaigns 
have focused on educating citizens about their due 
process and fair trial rights, including right to legal 
representation and how to seek legal protection, 
helping to build public interest in rights protec-
tion and empower individuals to advocate for their 
rights.

Challenges and Adaptation

The Burundian justice system struggles to man-
age overcrowded detention facilities and limited 
judicial resources. Economic hardship has further 
stretched legal aid organizations, making it difficult 
to meet the rising demand for early legal interven-
tion. IBJ has responded to these challenges by part-
nering with local NGOs and international donors 
to sustain its programming.

Future Directions

Moving forward, IBJ aims to expand its systemic 
impact by introducing early legal intervention pro-
grams to more regions of Burundi, despite challeng-
es posed by the current global decline in funding 
for human rights and rule of law initiatives. Plans 
include deepening partnerships with local bar as-
sociations, expanding training to address juvenile 
justice issues, and integrating technology into legal 
aid delivery. These steps will work to close the gap 
between detainees and defenders, ensuring no one 
is denied their fundamental right to justice.
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Success Stories: 

Olivier’s Story: From Assault and False 
Accusations to a Fresh Start
Olivier, a 25-year-old taxi driver living in the bus-
tling city of Bujumbura, found himself in a trou-
bling situation on the night of July 18, 2024 when 
he and a close friend decided to unwind with a few 
drinks at a local bar. As the evening progressed 
and after several drinks, Olivier’s friend returned 
home, leaving Olivier, intoxicated, to continue the 
evening alone.

The bar staff seized upon Olivier’s moment of vul-
nerability and falsely accused him of stealing five 
bottles of alcohol and a mobile phone valued at 
67,000 BIF. One of the bartenders called in a group 
of youth affiliated with the ruling political party, 
who soon arrived and brutally assaulted Olivier. 
They demanded that he pay back the value of the 
items he allegedly stole, 150,000 BIF. Without any 
meaningful choice, Olivier reluctantly agreed to 
pay this significant sum, hoping this would bring 
an end to the conflict.

However, his troubles were far from over. The next 
morning, the bar owner contacted the police, in-
sisting that Olivier be arrested and held responsible 
for all items reported missing from the establish-
ment the previous night. This marked the begin-

ning of a harrowing ordeal for the young man, who 
found himself behind bars without the means to 
defend his innocence.

BBJ lawyers first encountered Olivier, visibly in-
jured and in distress, during a visit to the Bwiza 
police cells. They quickly engaged in discussions 
with the on-site judicial police officer, emphasizing 
that Olivier required medical attention for his inju-
ries. They argued that it wasn’t reasonable to hold 
him accountable for anything that had allegedly 
gone missing from the bar, especially since he had 
already paid for the alcohol and phone he was ac-
cused of taking.

After thorough deliberations and compelling advo-
cacy by the BBJ lawyers, authorities decided to re-
lease Olivier. Once freed, Olivier was finally able to 
receive necessary medical treatment for his injuries 
and recover from the physical abuse he suffered. 
With renewed determination, he was eager to re-
sume his job as a taxi driver, ready to navigate the 
streets of Bujumbura again. Throughout this or-
deal, Olivier’s resilience shone brightly, reminding 
everyone that even in the direst situations, there is 
hope for justice and healing.
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Justice for Cédric: Overcoming Wrongful 
Accusations and Inhumane Incarceration

Cédric, a 14-year-old boy, recently found himself 

in a troubling situation emblematic of what vulner-

able children in urban areas too often face. Cédric’s 

experience spending two horrific weeks in a police 

cell dubbed the “dungeon” in Rohero is both a re-

flection of his circumstances and a stark reminder 

of the challenges faced by many minors in similar 

situations.

Cédric, who is from Mugoboka, a neighboring 

commune of the bustling city of Bujumbura, and 

whose parents lack the financial means to provide 

him with basic necessities, made the difficult deci-

sion to venture into the city of Bujumbura, seeking 

assistance from strangers in the hope of gathering 

enough money to buy food.

While wandering the streets and asking passersby 

for help, Cédric found himself in front of a super-

market. Unfortunately, this moment would prove 

to be a turning point in his young life. Security 

staff accused him of theft, claiming he was part of a 

group of street children who had stolen three bot-

tles of wine from the establishment. Confused and 

frightened, Cédric vehemently denied these allega-

tions. Instead of allowing him to make his case at a 

fair hearing, the guards quickly subjected Cédric to 

violence, then handed him over to the police.

Cédric went on to endure 14 agonizing days in a 

cell entirely unsuitable for a child of his age. The 

conditions were harsh, and he was incarcerated 

side by side with adult offenders, putting him in 

serious physical danger. Recognizing the gravity of 

the situation, a team of BBJ defenders diligently ad-

vocated for Cédric’s rights, arguing that as a minor, 

he could not be held criminally liable and therefore 

should never have been detained in an adult facil-

ity.

The lawyers emphasized the legal and ethical im-

plications of detaining Cédric, asserting that he 

had been held illegally for an extended period. 

They insisted that Cédric should be returned to 

his family and allowed to pursue the judicial pro-

cess in a more appropriate setting. Moreover, they 

highlighted the importance of contacting Cédric’s 

parents to inform them of their child’s situation, fa-

cilitating family reunification.

Fortunately, the court recognized the validity of the 

defenders’ arguments. The police were ordered to 

release him, and the authorities agreed to return 

Cédric to his anxious and worried parents. This 

outcome not only relieved Cédric and his family, 

but also shone light on the experiences of many 

children in similar circumstances. Cédric’s story is 

a poignant reminder of the pressing need for bet-

ter protections and support systems for children in 

need, and how compassion makes all the difference 

in securing justice for vulnerable populations.
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Cambodia
Background

Less than 30 years ago, Cambodia only had 10 lawyers to serve its population of over 10 million. 
Since 2005, IBJ has worked to transform the country’s criminal justice system, helping to institution-
alize state sponsored legal aid and expand access to legal services in remote communities. To accom-
plish these goals, IBJ Cambodia (CBJ) established six Defender Resource Centers, which have provid-
ed legal aid in 22 of 25 provinces. In 2012, a significant Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with 
the Ministry of Justice marked a commitment to providing criminal legal aid services to all Cambo-
dian people. That same year, IBJ established the first legal aid offices in courthouses. IBJ’s efforts led 
to a paradigm shift, with judges and prosecutors now requiring a lawyer for fair trials. The success of 
IBJ’s program model culminated in 2022 when the Bar Association finally adopted its own legal aid 
mechanisms, establishing a nationwide legal aid scheme supported by both the Bar Association and 
the Ministry of Justice. In total, CBJ has trained over 750 lawyers, represented over 14,000 vulnerable 
accused individuals, and reached more than 10 million people through rights awareness campaigns. 

2023 - 2024 Activities
In Cambodia, IBJ has strived to confront en-
trenched challenges in the criminal justice system, 
focusing on police abuse during arrest and interro-
gation, the prolonged pretrial detention of vulner-
able individuals, and a general lack of access to le-
gal aid. Ongoing political and economic instability 
has exacerbated these problems and created even 
greater barriers to justice for marginalized com-
munities.

Over the past two years, IBJ-trained defenders have 
provided legal representation to more than 850 
people, with special attention to those held in pre-
trial detention. This legal intervention has helped 
ensure that detainees receive prompt legal counsel, 
reduce the risk of coercion, and prevent prolonged, 
unnecessary detention.
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Community engagement and education continue 
to be cornerstones of IBJ’s approach. Rights aware-
ness campaigns delivered through radio broad-
casts, social media, and community events have 
reached over 1.5 million Cambodians. By inform-
ing citizens about their legal rights, including the 
right to representation and freedom from unlawful 
detention, these initiatives have equipped Cambo-
dian citizens to effectively navigate the justice sys-
tem and seek out legal services.

Despite these achievements, the Cambodian jus-
tice system faces persistent obstacles. Limited 
funding for legal aid, combined with systematic in-
efficiencies in court proceedings, impedes progress 
towards just, timely resolution of cases. Economic 
hardship has further strained public trust in the 
justice system. IBJ has responded to these chal-
lenges by deepening partnerships with local NGOs 
and government institutions to advocate for broad 
justice reform and more consistent, targeted allo-
cation of resources to legal aid. 

Looking ahead, IBJ intends to expand its reach into 
rural areas where legal services are currently scarce. 
By strengthening partnerships with local bar asso-
ciations and taking advantage of digital tools like 
eLearning modules, IBJ seeks to equip more de-
fenders with the skills and resources to effectively 
prepare for trial. IBJ plans to work directly with de-
fense lawyers representing felony cases under the 
Cambodian Bar Association’s legal aid scheme to 
ensure all individuals facing criminal charges have 
legal protection. Future training will emphasize the 
importance of conducting thorough case investiga-
tions to uncover any police abuse or coercion that 
may have occurred during arrest and interrogation 
and protect detainees from further harm.

In addition, IBJ intends to advocate for policy 
reforms that reduce the misuse of pretrial deten-
tion and ensure that cases are resolved in a timely 
manner. The organization will train duty lawyers 
to intervene at the earliest stages of arrest and in-
terrogation. It will also work to provide legal rep-
resentation for misdemeanor cases in court, which 
are not currently covered by the Bar Association’s 
legal aid scheme. 
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The Democratic Republic of 
Congo
Background

IBJ’s work in the DRC started in 2016 with the opening of a Defender Resource Center in Bukavu, in the 
province of South-Kivu. This center acts as the hub for the activities of IBJ’s locally registered chapter, 
DRCBJ. With 73% of the DRC’s prison population made up of pre-trial detainees, DRCBJ provides legal 
help to individuals who are too poor to otherwise afford a lawyer. DRCBJ’s trained lawyers have represent-
ed 3,400+ vulnerable accused and touched over four million people through radio legal rights awareness 
campaigns. In 2021, the Civicus Nelson-Mandela Graca Machel Innovation Awards recognized DRCBJ 
for its groundbreaking work.

2023 - 2024 Activities

In the DRC, IBJ has focused on addressing critical 
human rights violations within the criminal justice 
system. The country’s ongoing conflict, coupled 
with limited judicial infrastructure, has created a 
justice system where vulnerable populations often 
face prolonged detention and inadequate legal rep-
resentation.

Over the past two years, IBJ has provided legal 
representation to over 1,000 detainees in the DRC, 
many of whom were held in pretrial detention 

without access to legal counsel. Among these were 
180 women and juveniles, who are particularly vul-
nerable to systemic abuses. By ensuring early inter-
vention, IBJ has successfully reduced the duration 
of pretrial detention for numerous individuals and 
prevented further rights violations.

Community-based rights awareness campaigns 
have reached over 3 million individuals across the 
DRC. These campaigns, conducted through local 
radio stations and community events, have empha-
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sized the importance of knowing one’s rights and 
accessing legal representation. IBJ’s efforts have 
fostered a greater sense of legal empowerment 
among citizens and strengthened public trust in 
the justice system.

The DRC’s justice system faces ongoing challeng-
es, including overcrowded detention facilities, cor-
ruption, and declining financial resources for legal 
aid. The country’s political instability and ongoing 
conflict have further exacerbated these issues, cre-
ating significant barriers to justice. In response to 
the challenges the justice system faces, IBJ has re-
sponded by collaborating with local NGOs, judicial 

institutions, and international donors to advocate 
for systemic reforms and expand its outreach to 
many underserved regions in the country.

Looking forward, IBJ aims to expand its legal pro-
tection programs to reach more remote and con-
flict-affected areas of the DRC. The organization 
plans to integrate technology into its operations, 
including digital case management tools and 
eLearning platforms for defenders. By scaling its 
initiatives and building stronger partnerships, IBJ 
seeks to create a more equitable and accessible jus-
tice system in the DRC.

Success stories: 
Mother of Nine Freed After Almost Three 
Years of Wrongful Detention for False 
Accusation of Murder
Madame Espé, a 54-year-old farmer and mother of nine, was arrested on July 17, 2021, under 
mysterious circumstances. According to her account, she was returning from her field after harvesting 
cassava when police suddenly appeared. Without presenting an arrest warrant or explaining the charges, 
they transported her by motorcycle to the village chief, who ordered her to go with the police – also 
without offering any justification.

For an entire year, Espé remained in detention, unaware of what she had been accused of or why she was 
being held captive. It was only then that she learned about DRCBJ and reached out for legal assistance. 
Upon investigating her case, DRCBJ discovered that she had been wrongfully accused of murder: a crime 
of which she had no knowledge. For two years and nine months, DRCBJ fought for her release, tirelessly 
advocating for her innocence. On March 12, 2024, after nearly three years of legal proceedings, the tri-
bunal acquitted her of all charges. Though deeply affected by the long and unjust ordeal, Espé rejoiced in 
her long-awaited freedom. With immense gratitude to DRCBJ for their unwavering support, she reunited 
with her family, who had been waiting for her more than 40 km away from the detention center and wel-

comed her home with joy and relief.
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A Pregnant Mother Falsely Accused of Theft 
Freed After more than One Year in Prison  
Madame Tambu, a 26-year-old mother of four in an advanced stage of pregnancy, was arrested on De-
cember 9, 2022 on charges of theft. She remained in detention for 34 days before she was able to contact 
DRCBJ for legal assistance.

Recognizing the urgency of her condition, DRCBJ petitioned for her provisional release in February 
2023, citing her health and pregnancy. However, due to financial constraints, she was unable to secure 
bail, forcing her to give birth behind bars.For one year and two months, DRCBJ relentlessly fought for 
her freedom. Tambu was finally fully acquitted on February 8, 2024 after the alleged victim testified that 
Tambu had not been involved in the theft, thereby proving her innocence.

Once released, Tambu was reunited with her family, and was able to embrace her newborn in freedom for 
the first time. Overcome with emotion, Tambu expressed profound gratitude to DRCBJ for their dedica-
tion to securing her freedom.

Noëlla’s Fight for Justice: A Wrongful Arrest 
Overturned
Noëlla, a 16-year-old student from a struggling family, was arrested by Panzi police in December 2023 on 
accusations of “pimping.” Without an investigation or legal representation, she was immediately detained 
at Bukavu’s central prison, where she faced a daunting legal battle alone.

The court appointed a DRCBJ lawyer to defend Noëlla during her trial, recognizing her prior lack of legal 
support. Through multiple hearings, the lawyer effectively dismantled the accusations, proving that Noël-
la had no involvement in the alleged crime.

After three months of unjust detention, on March 7, 2024, the judge declared Noëlla innocent and or-
dered her immediate release. Thanks to DRCBJ’s unwavering legal advocacy, Noëlla was reunited with 

her family, overwhelmed with relief and gratitude. With heartfelt appreciation, she thanked DRCBJ for 

standing by her and ensuring that her rights were upheld.
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India
Background

IBJ’s India program began in 2008 with an International Criminal Defense Training in New Delhi and 
the subsequent opening of a Defender Resource Center in Delhi. Since then, IBJ India has worked along-
side government institutions and justice stakeholders to advocate for justice and provide early access to 
a lawyer for the country’s most vulnerable accused individuals. As of 2011, the Tihar Jail in Delhi, Asia’s 
largest prison, has opened its doors to IBJ. After recognizing IBJ’s work and developing trust in IBJ’s In-
dia program, the prison now provides resources for regular rights awareness meetings for inmates at the 
prison that are led by Ajay Verma, IBJ India’s country manager. IBJ has trained over 5,000 lawyers in India 
who have represented more than 19,000 vulnerable accused people. Additionally, nearly 900 justice sector 
stakeholders have been trained through IBJ India’s justice roundtables.

2023 - 2024 Activities
In India, International Bridges to Justice (IBJ) has 
focused on addressing systemic barriers to justice, 
such as overcrowded prisons, prolonged pretri-
al detention, and the lack of legal representation 
for marginalized communities. These challeng-
es are exacerbated by the country’s vast popula-
tion and significant barriers to access to justice.

IBJ’s defenders in New Delhi have provided le-
gal representation to over 400 individuals in the 
past two years, with a particular focus on those 
in pretrial detention. Early intervention has been 
crucial in ensuring detainees receive timely legal 
counsel and in preventing unnecessary incarcer-

ation. Among these cases, a significant number 
involved women and juveniles, underscoring IBJ’s 
commitment to protecting vulnerable groups.

Training programs have been a cornerstone of IBJ’s 
efforts in India. During 2023-2024, over 500 law-
yers, paralegals, and justice officials have partici-
pated in workshops on due process, human rights 
protections, and strategies for effective legal de-
fense. These programs have not only enhanced the 
skills of defenders but also promoted collaboration 
among justice stakeholders to address systemic 
challenges.

Rights awareness sessions held at Tihar Jail have 
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educated hundreds of detainees on their due pro-
cess and fair trial rights. India’s justice system faces 
significant challenges, including a backlog of cas-
es, overcrowded prisons, and limited resources for 
legal aid. Ongoing economic disparities have fur-
ther exacerbated these issues, creating substantial 
barriers to justice for marginalized communities. 
In response, IBJ has collaborated with local bar 
associations, NGOs, and government institutions 

to advocate for systemic reforms and improve re-
source allocation for legal aid services.

Looking ahead, IBJ aims to secure more resourc-
es to expand its reach to more regions and states 
across India. The organization plans to leverage 
technology, including mobile apps and AI tools, to 
enhance access to justice and provide legal infor-
mation to less literate detainees in their own lan-
guages.

Success Story:

Firoz Alam: Acquittal After 12 Years 
Justice Delayed, But Not Denied

In 2011, Firoz Alam and five others were falsely accused of murder. Instead of resolving this mis-
carriage of justice in a just and timely manner, a Firoz was forced to endure an agonisingly slow 
trial for twelve years. In an enormously wasteful and entirely avoidable process, the prosecution 
dragged through 38 witnesses, and still absolutely failed to establish sufficient evidence.

Ajay Verma, Firoz’s lawyer and IBJ India’s Country Director, firmly argued that his client had been 
wrongfully accused. He pointed out that there was no concrete evidence, and insisted that Firoz 
should be acquitted of all charges. On March 30, 2024, the long-awaited verdict was delivered: 
Firoz and three other co-defendants were acquitted of all charges. After being delayed for over 
twelve years, justice was finally served thanks to IBJ.
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Indonesia
Background

Since 2020, IBJ has undertaken significant efforts in 
Indonesia to address gender-based discrimination 
and a lack of legal protections for women in con-
flict with the law. The Indonesian criminal justice 
system often fails to safeguard the human rights of 
detained women who are frequently subject to vio-
lence, sexual harassment, and overcrowding while 
imprisoned. Human rights defenders in Indonesia 
are also routinely subjected to threats, intimidation 
and harassment because of their work with detain-
ees who are stigmatized for being LGBTQ, drug 
users, or from other vulnerable social groups. To 
address these systemic issues, IBJ has collaborated 
closely with local legal aid foundations, led round-
tables with a variety of justice sector stakeholders, 
and facilitated the creation of fifteen MoUs be-
tween detention facilities and legal aid NGOs that 
ensured unrestricted access to clients. Additionally, 
IBJ pioneered a groundbreaking training program 
for over 300 lawyers across Indonesia, shifting the 
focus from solely assisting victims of gender-based 
violence to actively preventing further violations 
during criminal proceedings. Since 2020, IBJ-affil-
iated lawyers have provided legal representation to 
more than 1,600 individuals, the majority of whom 

are women and children. Their work has uncov-
ered evidence of the systematic criminalization of 
women, which frequently leads to the re-victim-
ization of survivors of gender-based violence and 
sexual assault. By convening national and regional 
justice stakeholders, as well as elevating these is-
sues through the National Networking Forum, IBJ 
brought national attention to the dangers faced by 
women in conflict with the law. This effort prompt-
ed a renewed commitment from the Witness and 
Victim Protection Agency (LPSK) to support vic-
tims in rural areas, including plans for a new office 
in Kupang, NTT.

Community engagement and education have been 
central to IBJ’s approach. Since 2020, rights aware-
ness campaigns, conducted through radio broad-
casts, social media, and community events, have 
reached over 21 million Indonesians. These cam-
paigns have focused on educating the public about 
their legal rights, including their right to legal rep-
resentation and protection against unlawful deten-
tion. As a result, more individuals are now better 
equipped to navigate the justice system and assert 
their rights.
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2023 - 2024 Activities
During 2023-2024, IBJ has continued to address 
systemic challenges within Indonesia’s criminal 
justice system, particularly for women. The orga-
nization focuses on issues such as unlawful deten-
tions, the lack of early legal representation, and 
the rights of the accused in light of the increasing 
criminalization of women. The country’s vast geo-
graphic diversity and significant disparities in re-
gional judicial resources have required innovative 
approaches to delivering justice.

In the past two years, IBJ’s defenders in Indonesia 
have provided legal representation to over 500 in-
dividuals, the majority of whom are women, with 
a strong emphasis on pretrial detainees. Early in-
tervention has been a cornerstone of IBJ’s work, 
ensuring detainees receive timely legal counsel and 
preventing prolonged and unnecessary detention.

To address ongoing legal system challenges, training 
programs have played a crucial role in IBJ’s strategy 
in Indonesia. Over 450 lawyers, law enforcement 
officers, and judicial officials have participated in 
training workshops and roundtable discussions fo-
cused on due process protections and the critical 
role of legal representation in ensuring fair trials. 
These programs have strengthened the skills of de-
fenders working with IBJ’s partner organization, 
LBH APIK Jakarta, as well as innovative and coura-
geous women JusticeMakers fellows, while raising 
awareness among justice stakeholders about their 
responsibilities to uphold legal standards.

In 2024, IBJ Indonesia launched the Pro-Bono 
Lawyers Network in partnership with leading legal 
aid organization LBH APIK Jakarta. The Network 
has a two-fold goal: building stronger connections 
between private lawyers and legal aid offices to ex-

pand free legal assistance for vulnerable commu-
nities, and creating a peer-to-peer learning space 
through monthly online events. With over 100 
members, the Network is helping to fill a critical 
gap in Indonesia, where pro-bono commitments 
are not systematically monitored or enforced and 
where no mandatory system of Continuous Legal 
Education (CLE) exists for lawyers. By linking pri-
vate lawyers to the legal aid system and fostering 
ongoing professional exchange, the Network is 
contributing to stronger access to justice while lay-
ing the groundwork for systemic change.

Despite these successes, Indonesia’s justice system 
still faces persistent challenges. Limited resources 
for legal aid and systemic inefficiencies in court 
proceedings continue to hinder access to justice. 
Ongoing economic struggles have further strained 
public confidence in the justice system. In response, 
IBJ has worked closely with local NGOs and gov-
ernment institutions to advocate for systemic re-
forms and better resource allocation for legal aid 
services.

Looking ahead, IBJ plans to expand its reach to 
more underserved regions across Indonesia where 
access to legal services remains limited, particu-
larly through its women JusticeMakers initiative, 
among others. By strengthening partnerships with 
local bar associations and leveraging digital tools 
such as eLearning modules, IBJ aims to equip more 
defenders with the skills and resources needed to 
tackle systemic challenges. The organization also 
plans to advocate for policy reforms to reduce the 
misuse of pretrial detention and ensure the timely 
resolution of cases.
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Success Story:

Defenders Secure Just Treatment 
for Juvenile Survivors of Abuse
IBJ’s partner organization, LBH APIK Jakarta, was called upon to represent two juveniles (aged 
16 and 17 at the time of their arrest) who were charged with premeditated homicide of their 
father. The prosecution sought sentences of 6 and 8 years of imprisonment.

However, LBH APIK lawyers were able to demonstrate that the accused had endured over 14 
years of physical and sexual abuse at the hands of their father. There was no evidence to sug-
gest premeditation, and the actions that resulted in their father’s death were argued to have 
been in self-defense. The defense highlighted that the juveniles had acted out of fear and stress 
after their father, armed with a knife, had threatened them.

After presenting compelling arguments, the court reduced the charges and instead convicted 
the juveniles under the legal provisions for homicide with mitigating circumstances. They 
were sentenced to 2 years in the Tangerang Juvenile Correctional Facility, where they would 
undergo medical rehabilitation for the abuse they suffered, as well as continue their education 
while incarcerated.

While the Prosecutor has appealed the decision, LBH APIK has filed for a judicial review, hop-

ing for the eventual acquittal of the accused.
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Myanmar
Background
IBJ first visited Myanmar in 2011, and in 2013, 
convened a major legal aid conference, marking 
one of the earliest discussions between the Myan-
mar government and civil society about legal aid. 
Since 2017, IBJ Myanmar (IBJ-M) has been an 
implementing partner of MyJustice of the British 
Council for a justice program that includes exten-
sive lawyer capacity building and the establish-
ment and operation of five Justice Centers in five 
strategic locations. IBJ-M Justice Centers served 
as key legal service providers amid the challenges 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the military coup 
in Myanmar. They have become crucial in offering 
legal aid, especially in areas where government ser-
vices have failed, earning a strong reputation for 
handling a wide range of legal issues for the poor 
and vulnerable. 

Decades of military rule and human rights vi-
olations in Myanmar created a tremendous rift 
between polarized government and civil society 
actors, hindering progress toward justice system 
reform. IBJ Singapore was the first organization 
that managed to convene a high-level roundtable 
in 2013, bringing together police, prosecutors and 
judges with activist lawyers for the first time. The 
tension between these groups had built over de-
cades, with many defenders having been tortured at 
the hands of the military police sitting in the same 
IBJ training room. Despite initial tension, focusing 

on shared values allowed participants to overcome 
past hostility through their commitment to build-
ing a shared vision for Myanmar’s legal future. 

In 2017, IBJ initiated its Myanmar Program, estab-
lishing five Justice Centres strategically located in 
Shan State, Kayin State, Bago State, Mandalay, and 
Nay Pyi Taw. These centers played a pivotal role in 
training numerous lawyers and fostering commu-
nities of practice, dedicated to offering pro bono le-
gal representation to over 9,000 impoverished and 
vulnerable individuals. The IBJ-led justice round-
tables proved instrumental in building consensus 
and cultivating trust and confidence between jus-
tice officials and defenders. This became particu-
larly crucial following the military coup, during 
which thousands of young protesters faced arrests 

and torture. Despite Myanmar’s rule of law deterio-
rating, IBJ’s efforts harnessing rule of law best prac-
tices in the grassroot-level justice actors remained 
fruitful. 

The impact of IBJ’s efforts was evident as justice of-
ficials, who had participated in the organization’s 
roundtable events, began reaching out to Justice 
Centres for lawyers to provide defense for arrest-
ed protesters. The groundbreaking comprehensive 
practice manual, created by IBJ and distributed 
nationwide in 2019, emerged as the cornerstone 
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resource for defense lawyers across the country in 
safeguarding the rights of protesters and vulnera-
ble populations.

2023 2024 Activities
In Myanmar, IBJ has continued to operate under 
challenging conditions amidst political instability 
and widespread human rights violations. The mil-
itary takeover of 2021 and subsequent unrest in 
Myanmar have created significant barriers to justice 
and left vulnerable populations at risk of systemic 
abuses and barriers to justice. IBJ has developed 
a multi-faceted approach to addressing these bar-
riers to justice. Key components of this approach 
include providing early access to legal representa-
tion, legal defender training, rights awareness cam-
paigns for the general public, and working closely 
with NGOs and CSOs to increase stakeholder par-
ticipation and collaboration. 

Despite significant political setbacks, IBJ’s defend-
ers in Myanmar have provided legal representation 
to over 3,400 individuals during the past two years, 
including providing humanitarian assistance to 
700 detainees facing politically motivated charges. 
Beyond criminal defense efforts, in 2023 and 2024, 
IBJ’s legal aid helpline was able to rescue three 
women victims of human trafficking–one was be-
ing sold to Oman and two were being taken to the 
Myanmar-Thai border – and two women hostages 
impacted by the unlawful conscription law in Man-
dalay. As evidence of the success IBJ-M has had es-

tablishing successful relationships within the crim-
inal justice system, in 2024 alone,  24% of IBJ-M’s 
criminal cases were referred by judges and court 
clerks and 20% were by the police department. IBJ 
lawyers, at the forefront of communities of prac-
tice, courageously defended and protected over 
1,500  political detainees and prisoners. 

Legal defender training programs are one of the 
most useful tools IBJ employs, helping to build 
defender capacity and ensure higher quality legal 
assistance overall. Throughout the last two years, 
over 300 lawyers, paralegals, law students and hu-
man rights defenders have participated in IBJ’s 
capacity building, mentoring and apprenticeship 
programs  in Myanmar.  

IBJ’s influence in Myanmar extends far beyond 
the legal defenders who receive training. Through 
various community engagement efforts and rights 
awareness campaigns, IBJ has reached over 35,000 
individuals across Myanmar. These campaigns, 
conducted through social media platforms, talk-
show programs and community events, have em-
phasized the importance of knowing one’s rights 
and accessing legal representation. These cam-
paigns aim to educate the public about their basic 
human and legal rights, and to instill in the com-
munity the confidence to defend their own rights. 
IBJ’s efforts have built a greater sense of legal em-
powerment among citizens and strengthened pub-
lic trust in the defenders navigating a challenging 
justice system.

Despite having already made measurable impacts 
and improvements to the justice system in Myan-
mar, IBJ recognizes that there is further work to 
be done. As IBJ continues to work towards a more 
competent and fairer justice system in Myanmar, 
there are specific outputs the organization would 
like to achieve in their future work. IBJ aims to ex-
pand its legal aid programs to reach more remote 
and often conflict-affected areas of Myanmar. The 
organization also plans to integrate more technol-
ogy into its operations, which will increase output 
capacity, improve internal logistics, and allow IBJ 
to expand operations. IBJ plans to implement digi-
tal case management tools and eLearning platforms 
for defenders, as part of this effort. By increasing 
the scale of its initiatives, implementing technolog-
ical assistance platforms, and continuing to foster 
and strengthen its local partnerships, IBJ seeks to 
create a more equitable and accessible jutice system 
in Myanmar
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From Accusation to Acquittal: 
A Daily-Wage Worker’s Fight for Justice

In Hpa-an, a daily-wage worker named Si Thu was 
accused of stealing a motorcycle and charged un-
der Section 380 of the Penal Code, which applies 
to theft committed in a residence or place where 
property is kept. Si Thu denied the charge and con-
sistently maintained his innocence. The offense 
carries a penalty of up to seven years in prison, re-
flecting the seriousness of theft from a home. For Si 
Thu, who already struggled to make ends meet, the 
prospect of such a sentence was devastating.

Unable to afford legal representation, his family 
turned to IBJ’s Hpa-an Justice Center for support. 
The center’s senior lawyer immediately visited Si 
Thu in jail, took his instructions, and launched a 
field investigation in the neighborhood where the 
alleged theft occurred. Through community out-
reach, the lawyer collected testimonies from neigh-
bors who spoke to Si Thu’s good character and 
willingness to testify on his behalf. On-site obser-
vations also revealed inconsistencies between the 
prosecution’s version of events and the actual cir-
cumstances at the scene.

The prosecution’s case rested almost entirely on 
the complainant’s statement, filed 20 days after the 
incident, and lacked concrete evidence linking Si 
Thu to the crime. The lawyer exposed major flaws: 
the stolen motorcycle was never produced in court, 
the police line-up process was irregular, and much 
of the testimony relied on hearsay. Moreover, the 
complainant’s identification of Si Thu appeared to 
stem more from familiarity, living in the same ward, 
than from genuine recognition of the suspect.

By carefully highlighting these weaknesses and 
challenging the credibility of the evidence, the de-
fense dismantled the prosecution’s case. Ultimately, 

the court acquitted Si Thu. This case demonstrates 
the life-changing impact of accessible legal aid: 
through timely action, diligent field investigation, 
and skilled advocacy, a vulnerable worker who had 
been wrongfully accused was able to walk free and 
reclaim his dignity.
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Rwanda
Background
IBJ began work in Rwanda in 2009 and established 
Rwanda Bridges to Justice (RBJ) as a local auton-
omous chapter in 2014. RBJ’s Defender Resource 
Center in Kigali acts as the hub for our activities, 
which include building a supportive community of 
legal professionals, conducting training for defense 
lawyers and judges, providing pro bono legal rep-
resentation to the most vulnerable, and organizing 
roundtables and rights awareness campaigns to 
galvanize support for comprehensive legal reform. 
To date, IBJ/RBJ has trained 500+ justice officials, 
1,400+ lawyers, and represented 6,700+ vulnerable 
defendants. Nearly 8.5 million people have been 
reached through our legal rights awareness cam-
paigns. 

Since the earliest days of the IBJ Rwanda program, 
IBJ has managed to shift judicial mindsets to allow 
cross-examination in courtrooms. Today, our task 
force has the remarkable privilege of accessing all 
key detention facilities in Rwanda. This unparal-
leled access is a testament to the collaborative and 
inclusive convening power that IBJ has wielded 

in Rwanda, notably through the successful three-
year project, “Implementing Human Rights within 
the Criminal Justice System in Rwanda.” Through 
this transformative initiative, IBJ brought togeth-
er judges, prosecutors, police, and prison officials, 
creating a platform to forge common ground in 
advancing due process and fair trial rights for the 
accused and detainees. 

In a groundbreaking development in 2021, IBJ 
introduced a mobile app designed to connect im-
poverished detainees with IBJ lawyers. The impact 
was so profound that even prison officials took the 
initiative to utilize the app installed on their mobile 
phones, facilitating the connection of inmates with 
IBJ lawyers. This shift in attitude reflects a signif-
icant system change, enabling IBJ to persistently 
champion the due process and fair trial rights of 
ordinary Rwandans. The organization’s ability to 
foster transformative change not only underscores 
its commitment but also highlights its role as a cat-
alyst in reshaping the landscape of legal represen-
tation in Rwanda.

 



35

2023 - 2024 Activities

RBJ has made significant strides in addressing sys-
temic challenges related to the protection of human 
rights within Rwanda’s criminal justice system. 
Rwanda has a uniquely tragic history, the repercus-
sions of which still ripple through the justice and 
prison system today. In light of the historic context 
for such widespread barriers to justice, RBJ has ac-
tively contributed to ongoing efforts to strengthen 
the justice system and improve access to justice.

RBJ’s defenders, a group of whom have grown into 
a 150+ strong Task Force of volunteers, have pro-
vided legal representation to over 1,000 accused 
and pre-trial detainees in the past two years, 300 of 
whom are women and juveniles. Early intervention 
has been a critical component in ensuring detain-
ees receive timely legal counsel at police stations, 
thereby preventing unnecessary detention. 

RBJ implements targeted and accessible legal de-
fender training to strengthen the capacities and 
effectiveness of current local defenders and over 
250 lawyers, paralegals, and justice officials partici-
pated in RBJ’s training workshops during 2023 and 
2024. To address the specific needs of the Rwan-
dan justice system and its participants, these ses-
sions are designed to enhance skills in protecting 
due process, ensuring human rights protections, 
and developing innovative strategies for effective 

legal defense. These programs have significantly 
improved the skills of defenders and fostered col-
laboration among justice stakeholders, including 
judges, prosecutors, police, and prison officials, to 
address systemic challenges in protecting due pro-
cess and fair trial rights.

RBJ’s work in Rwanda extends beyond the justice 
system stakeholders, and also strives to address the 
legal needs of community members. Communi-
ty engagement remains a vital part of RBJ’s work. 
During the past two years, rights awareness cam-
paigns shared through local radio broadcasts, so-
cial media presence, and community events have 
reached over 2 million individuals across Rwanda. 
These campaigns focused on educating citizens 
about their legal rights, particularly due process 
and fair trial rights, as well as the availability of 
free legal aid services through the RBJ Task Force 
of lawyers.

Rwanda’s justice system continues to face signifi-
cant challenges, making RBJ’s work invaluable to 
bettering the situation for those facing legal injus-
tice. Despite RBJ’s continued efforts, Rwanda still 
struggles with significant and systemic barriers to 
justice including overcrowded detention facilities, 
limited resources for legal aid, a shortage of organi-
zations providing criminal legal aid, and systemic 
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inefficiencies in court proceedings. In response, RBJ 
has collaborated with local bar associations, especial-
ly the Rwanda Bar Association, local NGOs such as 
iPeace and the Prison Fellowship, and government 
institutions to advocate for systemic reforms. By part-
nering with local justice stakeholders, RBJ aims to 
generate practicable, and widely supported solutions 
to justice challenges. RBJ is particularly concerned 
with expanding access to criminal legal aid and ad-
vancing the protection of due process and fair trial 
rights. Through its local partnerships, RBJ increases 
stakeholder involvement and support in achieving 
these goals. 

In particular, IBJ has worked collaboratively with 
Rwanda Correctional Services, the Ministry of Jus-
tice, Rwanda Police, the Rwanda Investigation Bu-
reau, and the Rwanda Prosecution Authority. RBJ 
hosts constructive roundtable events to find practical 
solutions which will ensure early access to counsel 
for the accused and detained. This collaboration has 
fostered renewed trust between state institutions and 
civil society organizations, advancing access to jus-
tice in Rwanda.

Success Story: 
A Father Wrongfully Accused Freed by RBJ 
Lawyers
In early July 2024, RBJ lawyers learned about the case 

of Dennis (pseudonym), a father of two and the sole 

earner for his family. His wife, who is uneducated 

and a full-time homemaker, depends entirely on him 

to support their household. Dennis was arrested in 

Kigali and accused of fraud for allegedly forging a 

motorcycle driving license. From the moment of de-

tainment and continually during the police investiga-

tion, prosecution interrogations, and throughout the 

court proceedings, he consistently denied the allega-

tions and maintained his plea of not guilty. Critically, 

Dennis was tried without legal representation and 

was therefore unable to mount an adequate defense.

Despite this, the court of first instance found him 

guilty and sentenced him to five years in prison. 

By that time, he had already spent over two years 

in pretrial detention awaiting the resolution of his 

case. While in prison, Dennis learned about RBJ and 

reached out to its Task Force through Rwanda Cor-

rectional Services (RCS), a key stakeholder who ac-

tively participates in RBJ’s roundtable initiatives.

RBJ lawyers swiftly filed an appeal challenging both 

the conviction and the severity of the sentence. The 

Appeals Court ultimately ruled in Dennis’s favor, re-

ducing his sentence from five years of imprisonment 

to a monetary fine. Most significantly, the appellate 

court ordered his immediate release from the correc-

tional facility.
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Syria
Background

IBJ Syria was launched in 2017 with the establish-
ment of a Defender Resource Center in Aleppo. In 
the context of war, access to justice is often made 
more difficult, and many regions of Syria are with-
out systemic legal aid, leaving many vulnerable 
Syrians deprived of legal protections. By strength-
ening the capacity of Syrian lawyers to provide legal 
representation pro-bono, IBJ Syria helps to ensure 
that those accused of crimes, especially the most 
vulnerable including the displaced, are judged fair-
ly in a court of law. To date, IBJ Syria has trained 
250 Syrian lawyers and provided 4,700+ vulnerable 
people with legal representation. Additionally, 290 
justice sector officials have been trained through 
IBJ Syria’s Justice Roundtables. IBJ also developed 
a JusticeHub Syria App to connect the public need-
ing legal assistance to its community of lawyers.

In 2011, when the country plunged into a long-
term civil war, Syria lacked the rule of law and 
functioning legal institutions. International stan-
dards on due process and fair trial rights were 
unfamiliar concepts for legal professionals and in-
terim government authorities in “liberated areas.” 
Since 2018, IBJ has been driving a paradigm shift 
by introducing these essential standards through 
a comprehensive practice manual for defense law-
yer, eLearning modules, and in-person and virtual 
training. A committed community of practicing 
lawyers, including members from key bar associ-
ations in Northeastern Syria like the Free Aleppo 
Bar Association (FABA), have embraced these in-
ternational standards, making them mandatory 
training requirements for young lawyers and es-
tablishing a systematic approach to maintaining 
elevated legal defense standards. Despite operating 
in conflict zones with compromised security and 

limited resources, these courageous defenders have 
convened justice officials, including judges, prose-
cutors, police, and prison officials, through collab-
orative roundtable events to educate them about 
international norms and standards, emphasizing 
their integration into institutional practices. 

Today, a functioning justice system exists in North-
eastern Syria, where IBJ lawyers systematically visit 
key police stations and detention facilities, pro-
viding free legal representation to detainees while 
holding justice officials accountable to internation-
al due process and fair trial standards. This innova-
tive legal development, led by a committed group 
of lawyers, is unprecedented in Syria, functioning 
not only in liberated areas but also making legal 
resources available for all other areas. This remark-
able progress, unfolding in the midst of conflict, 
highlights the lasting impact of IBJ’s initiative on 
the legal landscape in Syria.

2023 - 2024 Activities

IBJ Syria continues to operate under extremely 
challenging conditions marked by ongoing conflict 
and widespread human rights violations, often re-
sulting in systemic barriers to justice. Political in-
stability and ongoing crises in Syria have displaced 
millions of Syrians. This leaves many in increasing-
ly vulnerable positions facing significant legal and 
social challenges. In response to the current situa-
tion, IBJ has prioritized providing legal representa-
tion, empowering local defenders, and advocating 
for systemic reforms aimed at protecting due pro-
cess and fair trial rights.

Over the past two years, IBJ has provided legal 
representation to more than 1,240 individuals 
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across Syria, including 250 women and children. 
Throughout its work, IBJ has fostered a successful 
partnership with the local organization, the FABA. 
By collaborating with FABA, IBJ is able to provide 
increasingly effective solutions, responsive to the 
changing environment in Syria. Many of the cases 
handled by IBJ and FABA involved political detain-
ees, who face additional vulnerabilities within the 
justice system. Early intervention has been crucial 
in ensuring detainees, especially those facing polit-
ical charges receive early legal counsel, protecting 
them from further rights violations, and advocat-
ing for fair trial standards as their cases progress 

As part of its ongoing mission to partner with 
and strengthen local defense capabilities, IBJ has 
trained 120 lawyers, paralegals, and justice officials. 
These workshops focus on building local defender 
capacity and promote strategies for defending due 
process and fair trial rights, preventing investiga-
tive torture, and promoting broader access to legal 
protection. These capacity-building efforts have 
enhanced local defenders’ abilities to navigate the 
challenging criminal justice system. 

While strengthening existing legal mechanisms, 
IBJ also empowers local communities to un-
derstand and exercise their rights. In Syria, IBJ 
reached over one million  people through commu-
nity-driven campaigns, including a major collabo-
ration with Rozana Radio that spread legal rights 
awareness nationwide. These efforts, ranging from 

radio campaigns to local outreach events and part-
nerships with grassroots groups, have educated cit-
izens on their rights, the value of legal aid, and due 
process. By fostering legal awareness and building 
local capacity, IBJ has advanced public knowledge 
of human and legal rights, even in conflict-affected 
regions.

Syria’s justice system struggles with overcrowded 
detention facilities, corruption, and limited access 
to legal aid--challenges deepened by the conflict. 
To confront these barriers, IBJ partners with inter-
national donors, local NGOs, and judicial institu-
tions to expand program reach, strengthen defense 
mechanisms, and drive systemic justice reform.

IBJ plans to expand its operations to more regions 
in Syria, particularly following significant polit-
ical changes in the country in December 2024. 
With the successful implementation of its model 
in Northwest Syria, IBJ is poised to replicate this 
approach in other regions, contingent on sufficient 
resources and funding. The organization also aims 
to increase its focus on juvenile justice and gen-
der-sensitive legal practices. In the current context 
of “free” Syria, true freedom can only be achieved 
through the establishment of security and an effec-
tive, transparent legal system that upholds human 
rights. 
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Success Story: 
Swift Legal Intervention Saves 13-Year-Old 
from Injustice
Omar (a pseudonym) is a 13-year-old boy from 
a displaced family originally from southern rural 
Aleppo. His family was forced to flee their home 
due to war and heavy bombardment in their area, 
eventually settling in a displacement camp. With 
limited resources, Omar’s father, who works irreg-
ular daily labor without a stable income, struggled 
to support his family of nine. In an effort to make 
ends meet, he had no choice but to allow Omar, 
the eldest child, to work at a local car wash. This 
responsibility placed immense pressure on Omar, 
a child who was forced to shoulder burdens far be-
yond his years.

In the absence of stability and a supportive envi-
ronment, Omar became involved with a group of 
boys who were negative influences. Eventually, he 
found himself participating in the theft of a motor-
cycle from outside a house. A few days later, sur-
veillance cameras identified the group, leading to 
Omar’s immediate detention on theft charges. He 
spent seven days in detention, while his family was 
unable to provide legal help.

A concerned neighbor learned of Omar’s situation 
and reached out to a member of IBJ’s defender 
team in Syria, who intervened quickly, providing 
Omar with much-needed legal support.

 Thanks to the swift intervention, Omar was re-
leased after just seven days of detention. The court 
took into account the harsh circumstances Omar 
and his family were facing. Thanks to their efforts, 
Omar was released, and his family received the 
assistance they needed during such a challenging 
time. 

Additionally, the IBJ team provided guidance and 
advice to the family, helping them create a more 
stable environment for Omar and prevent similar 
issues in the future. Omar’s family expressed their 
heartfelt gratitude to their lawyer and the IBJ team 
for their action, thorough follow-up, and support. 
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Turkey
Background

IBJ’s work in Syria addresses the discriminatory 

treatment faced by over 3.5 million Syrian refu-

gees in Türkiye in navigating the justice system. IBJ 

took transformative action by collaborating with 

three key Bar Associations in the eastern region, 

Gaziantep, Kilis and Sanliurfa. Over 450 Turkish 

lawyers were trained by IBJ to champion the due 

process rights of Syrian refugees. This dedicated 

group of Turkish lawyers played a crucial role in 

providing legal protection to more than 500 Syri-

an refugees, particularly during arrests and deten-

tions at police stations, where instances of abuse 

were most prevalent. Recognizing the broader 

issue of the lack of early legal intervention affect-

ing not only Syrian refugees but also a significant 

portion of underprivileged Turkish citizens, IBJ 

created a practice manual explaining defense stan-

dards for all those who are detained. These inter-

ventions not only safeguarded the due process 

rights of Syrian refugees but also prevented their 

transfer to deportation centers and involuntary re-

patriation to Syria, a previously common practice. 

IBJ’s comprehensive rights awareness campaigns, 

reached over 1.3 million individuals, not only ed-

ucating Syrian refugees about their legal rights in 

Turkey but also serving to enlighten Turkish jus-

tice officials about their legal obligations to protect 

due process rights of everyone in Turkey regard-

less of their nationality.  IBJ’s interventions in Ga-

ziantep, Kilis, and Sanliurfa regions enabled early 

access to hundreds of Syrian refugees who, oth-

erwise, would have faced deportation, and made 

millions aware of their rights under Turkish law. 

2023 - 2024 Activities

IBJ Turkey has focused on addressing systemic 

barriers to justice, which are compounded by the 

country’s economic challenges and the large in-

flux of refugees. With over 3.5 million Syrian refu-

gees in Turkey, the legal system is under immense 

strain, creating significant barriers for marginal-

ized groups seeking justice. Turkey’s justice sys-

tem faces ongoing challenges, including political 

interference, cultural biases, overcrowded deten-

tion facilities, arbitrary actions against refugees, 

and limited resources for legal aid. IBJ has provid-

ed legal representation to over 300 individuals in 

Turkey over the past two years, prioritizing refu-

gees, women, and juveniles. Early intervention has 

been central to IBJ’s approach, ensuring detainees 

receive legal counsel shortly after their arrest. This 

approach has been effective in preventing abuse at 

police stations, reducing the duration of pretrial 

detention, and ensuring due process and fair trial 

rights for vulnerable groups. Early intervention has 

been especially helpful at preventing the common 

practice of forcibly deporting Syrian refugees who 

are arrested or accused of a crime. 
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Success Story:

From Desperation to Hope: A Syrian 
Refugee’s Journey Through Legal Assistance

When IBJ’s lawyer arrived at the deportation center in Gaziantep, she spotted her client, 
a widow with two young children, sitting alone, with no one to turn to as she awaited de-
poration. The woman had reached out to IBJ through their special mobile app created for 
Syrian refugees in Turkey. As soon as she saw the lawyer, her face lit up, and a wave of relief 
seemed to wash over her.

The lawyer approached and spoke to her through a translator, as the woman didn’t speak 
Turkish. She explained her worries, focusing on her children’s safety and her own vulnera-
bility as a single mother in Gaziantep. The lawyer listened closely, offering reassurance and 
promising to do everything possible to help. The woman’s lawyer gathered the required 
documents from the deportation center and filed an appeal with the Criminal Court of 
Peace to overturn the administrative detention decision. She also lodged a case with the 
Gaziantep Administrative Court to challenge the deportation order.

Although the annulment case was still in progress, the lawyer was overjoyed when the 
woman was released from the deportation center. The woman immediately reached out 
to thank her, expressing deep gratitude for the support. She also spoke about how crucial 
the IBJ project had been, stressing the value of free legal representation for refugees and 
the importance of the mobile app in guiding people through the legal system especially for 
those in vulnerable situations like hers.
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Tunisia
Background

In March 2023, IBJ launched the “Advancing Access 
to Justice in Tunisia” (AAJT) project with funding 
from the United Nations Democracy Fund. The ini-
tiative aimed to strengthen Tunisia’s criminal jus-
tice system by integrating technology and ensuring 
access to competent legal representation. Focused 
on supporting both lawyers and marginalized in-
dividuals facing criminal charges, AAJT expanded 
access to justice in criminal cases by training law-
yers, equipping them with practical tools, raising 
awareness of legal rights and services, and provid-
ing detainees with representation. These efforts are 
carried out in collaboration with local partners, 
especially the National Bar Association of Tunisia 
(Ordre National des Avocats de Tunisie, ONAT), 
the Tunisian Young Lawyers Association (Associ-
ation Tunisienne des Jeunes Avocats, ATJA), the 

Tunisian Forum for Economic and Social Rights 
(Forum Tunisien pour les Droits Économiques et 
Sociaux, FTDES), and the National Center for State 
Courts.

IBJ’s work builds on broader reforms in Tunisia 
that have advanced human rights protections, par-
ticularly for women. Yet systemic challenges per-
sist, including high pretrial detention rates, prison 
overcrowding, and limited access to legal aid. In 
2024 it was reported that pretrial detainees made up 
54% of the prison population, while overall prison 
occupancy stood at 180%. With this in mind, AAJT 
sought to ensure that vulnerable accused individu-
als receive timely and effective legal representation, 
while reinforcing the capacity of the criminal de-
fense system to address these urgent needs.

2023 - 2024 Activities

Since the launch of the project in 2023,  IBJ has 
supported the legal defense of 256 individuals 
through direct representation and targeted capac-
ity-building initiatives. A total of 115 defense law-
yers were trained in rights-based criminal defense, 
equipping them with essential knowledge in areas 
such as pretrial advocacy, evidentiary standards, 
sentencing, and appeals. 

To support defenders in their work, IBJ devel-
oped and distributed over 1,000 printed copies of 
the Tunisia Criminal Defence Practice Manual, a 
comprehensive guide addressing procedural and 
substantive criminal law in Tunisia. This resource 
remains freely available in both print and digital 
formats, equipping lawyers with the tools needed 
to navigate a complex and evolving legal landscape. 

The launch of IBJ’s Access to Justice App further 
enhanced case management and calendaring for 
defense lawyers, improving the efficiency of legal 
service delivery.  

IBJ also advanced public awareness of legal rights 
by launching a national campaign that highlighted 
due process and fair trial rights, ultimately reaching 
more than 800,000 people. Through strategic me-
dia outreach and community events, the campaign 
strengthened public understanding of the right to 
legal representation and protections against unlaw-
ful detention.

A core focus of IBJ’s work in Tunisia was the em-
powerment of young and emerging legal profes-
sionals. In collaboration with the Young Lawyers 
Association, IBJ delivered tailored mentorship and 
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training to cultivate a new generation of commu-
nity-minded lawyers with a strong foundation in 
rights-based defense. Special efforts were made to 
engage women in the legal profession, with 64 wom-
en lawyers, representing over 56% of all trainees, 
participating in IBJ’s capacity-building programs. 
These initiatives not only supported legal empow-
erment but also helped challenge gender-based 
barriers within the criminal justice system.

Despite progress, Tunisia continues to face signifi-
cant obstacles in ensuring equal access to legal aid. 
IBJ remains committed to closing these systemic 
gaps through continued collaboration with nation-
al stakeholders and the development of innovative 
legal tools, ensuring that every accused person, 
particularly women and youth, has access to quali-
ty legal representation and a fair trial.

Success Story:
Defending Wrongfully Accused Textile 
Workers
In Monastir, a group of female textile workers faced false accusations of theft and property damage after 

demanding better wages. Among them was “Sabiha M.” from Sahline, who was detained from the outset of 

the case. With limited education, precarious earnings, and no legal support, she was overwhelmed by the 

judicial process. She then learned about FTDES’s free legal assistance and got in touch with the organiza-

tion. Through the intervention of FTDES lawyers under IBJ’s AAJT project, a dedicated young lawyer, also 

a member of the Young Lawyers’ Association of Tunisia, took on her case and provided legal defense. The 

lawyer’s efforts led to her full acquittal, enabling her to find work elsewhere and continue supporting her 

family. For the lawyer, the case was a powerful reminder of the profound impact legal defense can have, 

reinforcing their commitment to pro bono work for vulnerable individuals.
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China 
Background
IBJ’s work in China began in 2001 with a signed 
Memorandum of Understanding with China’s 
Ministry of Justice to open Model Legal Aid Cen-
ters in Anhui Province, train legal aid lawyers, and 
develop criminal defense learning tools and re-
sources. Over the years, IBJ has also partnered with 
the All China Lawyers Association, regional bar 
associations, justice bureaus, law firms, prominent 
universities and law schools, and key civil society 
organizations. Since then, IBJ China has conduct-
ed transformational work that has trained 30,000+ 
lawyers and 9,100+ justice officials. We have rep-
resented the cases of 186,000+ vulnerable accused 
and reached 11+ million people in all 32 provinces 
and autonomous regions of China through rights 
awareness campaigns. 

IBJ’s many projects over the years have contributed 
to significant advances in the Chinese criminal jus-
tice system. Our 2006 Pre-Trial pilot project in Shi-
jiazhuang and 2010 Duty Lawyer pilot program in 
Shaanxi Province laid the groundwork for the 2018 
creation of a nation-wide Duty Lawyer scheme 
now codified in China’s Criminal Procedure Law. 
IBJ China’s juvenile justice project which began in 
2006 and spearheaded early access to counsel for 
juveniles, provided a model approach incorporated 
into the Criminal Procedure Law in 2012. The new 
provisions allowed for an Appropriate Adult (such 
as a family member or adult from the child’s school, 
community, etc.) to accompany unrepresented mi-
nors as early as the first police interrogation, and 
mandated assigning a legal aid lawyer whenever a 
juvenile suspect is unrepresented.

Beginning in 2010, IBJ expanded our work using 
new technologies and digital platforms. In cooper-

ation with the All China Lawyers Association, IBJ 
created an eLearning platform with online training 
resources in criminal defense skills. In 2019, we in-
troduced our first digital rights awareness tool on 
the rights of juveniles, reaching over 23,000 people. 
Since then, IBJ has continued to support lawyers 
and advance justice using innovative digital tools.

2023 - 2024 Activities

In 2023-2024, IBJ continued to build on over two 
decades of work in strengthening the legal system 
and advancing access to justice in China. Leverag-
ing new technologies, IBJ trained over 5,600 people 
through eLearning and reached over 20,000 people 
with digital legal rights awareness campaigns. 

In 2023, IBJ developed and launched Barrier-Free 
Justice. This is IBJ’s online interactive educational 
platform raising awareness about the legal rights of 
people with disabilities in the criminal justice sys-
tem. The platform showcases three different sce-
narios and invites viewers to answer True-or-False 
questions about the legal rights of the main charac-
ters in each scenario. The scenarios feature a wom-
an who is deaf being detained by police on suspi-
cion of petty theft, a person with a mental illness 
causing a public disturbance in a grocery store, and 
a defendant in need of a mental health assessment. 
To ensure the campaign reaches people with dis-
abilities, we engaged with the disability community 
for feedback and intentionally incorporated acces-
sibility features such as color contrast and simple 
line-art details accessible for people with visual dis-
abilities, and user-experience optimizations which 
allow the game to be readable for screen-readers. 

IBJ’s Barrier-Free Justice project has reached over 
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20,000 individual viewers since its initial launch. 
Of these, 17% who provided socio-demographic 
data identified as a person with a disability, and 7% 
as either a caretaker or family member of a per-
son living with a disability. Our in-game polls em-
bedded in the platform showed positive outcomes 
– 90% of respondents said they knew more about 
the rights of persons living with disabilities after 
playing the game, and 87% reported having greater 
levels of sympathy towards the difficulties people 
with disabilities face in accessing their legal rights.

IBJ also created 10 new online training courses for 
lawyers on a wide range of topics in response to 
new developments in Chinese law and legal prac-
tice. One module trains lawyers on how to obtain 
bail for clients in light of new regulations enacted 
in 2022 which expanded the applicability of bail as 
well as loosened residency requirements for people 
to qualify for bail. Our module on Legal Aid Rep-
resentation at the Death Penalty Review Stage was 
written in response to the 2022 Legal Aid Law which 
permits legal aid representation for the first time 
at this stage in death penalty cases. This module 
helps lawyers understand their rights at the death 
penalty review, the procedural steps involved, and 
substantive considerations. The module on How to 
Conduct Remote Advocacy addresses best practic-
es and potential pitfalls to avoid when representing 
clients in online hearings, which has become much 
more common since the pandemic. Our module 
on Cross-Cultural Representation Skills examines 
the importance of understanding culture and how 
cultural differences can impact the client’s rela-
tionship with the police, the prosecutor, the judge, 
and even their own lawyer. It provides tips on how 
lawyers can learn about a client’s culture, and gives 
a brief introduction to the concept of cultural de-
fenses. This module is particularly relevant for law-
yers working in China’s western provinces which 
have a high population of ethnic minorities.

IBJ also created two new series of eLearning cours-
es. The first is a four-part series on negotiation 
skills which covers basic negotiation concepts such 
as how to identify the interests of the other par-
ty, how to separate interest from positions, how 
to identify alternatives to a negotiated agreement, 
and how to generate workable options. They also 
take lawyers through hypothetical scenarios, such 
as negotiating with a key but reluctant witness who 
can testify to a client’s alibi, while applying these 
concepts. The second series focuses on the role of 
the duty lawyer and equips duty lawyers in the dai-
ly management of cases, provides them with a list 
of rights they should cover when meeting with cli-
ents, and suggests practical tips for how to interact 
with prosecutors, court staff, detention center offi-
cials, and the justice bureau. These 10 new eLearn-
ing courses were added to IBJ’s library of over 100 
online modules for Chinese lawyers. During 2023 
and 2024, we logged over 24,600 accesses to these 
modules, reaching over 5,600 unique users.
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Financial Report
In 2024, IBJ closed the year on a stronger financial footing, marked by both growth and stability. Total 
revenues rose to USD 4.96 million, a 25% increase from 2023. This growth was powered by new multi-
year contracts in MENA and Asia and a surge in in-kind support from IBJ’s global network of lawyers. To-
gether, these gains more than offset declines in unrestricted donations, leaving the organization well-po-
sitioned for the future.

One of the most striking developments was the increase in project-specific contributions, which grew 
by 44.3%. These long-term commitments not only strengthen IBJ’s programs but also provide greater 
predictability for the communities we serve. In-kind donations also continued to climb, with a 20.7% 
increase reflecting the increase of cases taken on a pro-bono basis by IBJ’s lawyers community, who are 
carrying our mission into courtrooms around the world.

While revenues grew, IBJ kept a close eye on costs. Field programs remained the core of spending, with 
over USD 4.2 million directed to in-country expenses. At the same time, administrative costs—salaries, 
professional fees, and operations—fell sharply, underscoring IBJ’s commitment to lean and efficient man-
agement. This careful balance enabled the organization to achieve a net surplus of USD 663,259, a strong 
turnaround from the previous year’s deficit.

Some financial highlights include:

Revenues up 25%, reaching nearly USD 5 million.

In-kind donations increased by 20.7%, driven by pro bono casework.

Administrative costs decreased, making programs more cost-effective.

Net surplus of USD 663,259, reversing a significant deficit in 2023.

Looking forward, IBJ’s priority will be to expand multi-year partnerships that provide steady, sustainable 
funding for its growing global work. With strengthened reserves and long-term contracts in place, IBJ is 
entering 2025 with renewed momentum, and with deep gratitude to every donor and partner who makes 
this mission possible.
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